[Effectiveness of brain imaging in children with headache].
Headache is a common complaint in children and brain imaging has become widely used to evaluate this clinical condition. We studied the value of neuroimaging in children with chronic headaches. A retrospective chart review was conducted of all children referred to the pediatric outpatient clinic for evaluation of headache over a 3-year period. The charts were reviewed for headache characteristics, clinical indications for performing neuroimaging, and imaging results. Special attention was paid to evidence of space-occupying lesions. A total of 160 records were studied, with subjects ranging in age from 4 to 14 years. Most patients were diagnosed as having migraine headaches (60%) or chronic tension headaches (29.5%). Other diagnoses were post-traumatic (6%) and unclassified (4%). Sixty-six patients (41%) had computed tomography imaging performed. In most cases, brain imaging studies were performed because of clinical data (41%) like atypical pattern, sleep-related headache or increase of headache, because of the parents' concerns about brain lesions (38%) and because of an age less than 5 years (14%). Structural changes were found on brain imaging in 4 patients, but none indicated the presence of a treatable space-occupying lesion and all were deemed unrelated to the headache. Our findings of no relevant abnormalities in a series of 66 neuroimaging studies indicate that the maximal rate at which such abnormalities might appear in this population is 4.4%. These results indicate that neuroimaging studies have very limited value in the clinical evaluation of pediatric patients with chronic headache and should be reserved for those patients with clinical evidence suggestive of underlying structural lesion.